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Humor is a universal human phenomenon, present in both tribal and industrialized societies. Humor and laughter have also been documented in other primates, particularly chimpanzees. This bulk of evidence suggests that humor and laughter developed throughout our evolutionary life; therefore, an explanation based on evolutionary principles should be offered.

The rising discipline of evolutionary psychology is trying to discover and understand the design of the human mind. Knowledge and principles from evolutionary biology are put to use in research concerning the brain’s complex structure and myriad functions. In this view, the mind is a set of information-processing machines that were designed by natural selection to solve adaptive problems faced by our hunter-gatherer ancestors. The universality of humor makes it plausible to think that it played an important role throughout our evolutionary history and has adaptive value.

The main concept that I rely on, when explaining humor, is sexual selection. Sexual selection, in addition to evolution by natural selection, is considered to be a very important driving force in our evolutionary history, and has generated different evolutionary mechanisms for men and women. Understanding these mechanisms will shed light on the different ways in which men and women produce and perceive humor.

The theory of sexual selection suggests that a significant part of our huge brains, is not designed to directly mediate reproductive behavior, but nevertheless has an effect on the reproductive outcome by increasing courtship success.

Several levels of analysis will be executed based on this evolutionary outline. First, the content of humor, as used by joke tellers for example, is a significant indicator of mate quality. Second, the social aspect of humor, the different contextual ways in which people perceive and consume humor alone and with others, can be better understood with evolutionary principles. Lastly, sex differences in perception of humor may be a reflection of sexually dimorphic psychological domains. For example, men’s preferences for hostile and sexist jokes may simply be a side effect of a biological predisposition towards warfare and casual sex.

Clearly, evolutionary theory can offer us a better understanding of the intriguing universal phenomena of humor.

